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Ecuador's indigenous communities and campesinos held a 72-hour strike August 11-13 to protest
the congressional decision to postpone the Constituent Assembly. Several meetings between
protesters and the administration failed to bring agreement on the issues. Meanwhile, interim
President Fabian Alarcon marked six months in office with an address to Congress in which he
promised more resources for social problems. The national referendum held last May called for a
Constituent Assembly this year (see NotiSur, 04/11/97 and 05/30/97).
However, the Alarcon administration said time was too short to hold elections for delegates and
convoke the assembly this year. The administration also said waiting until next year would give
the country more time to strengthen its political and economic stability. Congress agreed and set
the date for convening the assembly for August 1998. "Assembly delegates will be elected in the
first round of general elections in May 1998 and will include 70 provincial delegates and 20 national
delegates," said a congressional spokesperson on July 30. The assembly will begin Aug. 10, 1998,
coinciding with the installation of the new government.
Opponents of the postponement responded angrily to the congressional action. "It mocks the will of
the people," said Pachakutik Deputy Miguel Lluco. "They made us believe that the government had
the political will to change the country, but that was not true. Alarcon's government would rather
leave the problem for the next administration than fulfill his commitment."
A constituent assembly is a cornerstone of the political agenda of the indigenous groups, who
say it is the only way their historic demands regarding plurinationality in Ecuador can be met. In
June 1990, a massive uprising organized by the Confederacion de Nacionalidades Indigenas del
Ecuador (CONAIE), which represents Ecuador's three million Indians who make up 25% of the total
population, led to the government's promise of substantial government concessions. However, they
have received few of the promised concessions and little recognition, instead becoming increasingly
poor and marginalized (see NotiSur, 05/13/92).

Massive protest blocks major highways & urban access roads
Luis Macas, another Pachakutik deputy, accused Congress president Heinz Moeller of having a
vested interest in delaying the assembly. On Aug. 1, Congress elected Moeller of the Partido Social
Cristiano (PSC) to head the unicameral Congress for the third time. Moeller is considered a possible
presidential candidate in the 1998 elections. Macas said Alarcon worked out a deal to obtain the
support of the PSC, the largest bloc in the legislature, and the Democracia Popular (DP), to move the
date of the assembly.
Representatives of labor organizations and other grassroots groups also said the congressional
action was the result of an agreement between the president and the PSC. The alliance between
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the executive, the PSC, and the DP "is a blatant manipulation of the will of the people," said Ivan
Narvaez, spokesperson for the Coordinadora de Movimientos Sociales (CMS), which includes some
300 nongovernmental organizations from all over the country. The protest against the postponement
began early on Aug. 11 and by midday all highways to Ecuador's main cities had been blocked,
prompting an immediate rise in the price of basic goods, according to press reports.
On the second day of the protest, three people were seriously injured when they were hit by a bus
as they were participating in blocking the highway to the city of Cuenca. Several other injuries
and numerous arrests were also reported. The conflict involves other issues besides the date of
the assembly including a demand by campesinos that part of the interest on agricultural loans be
written off and that their social security program not be privatized; a demand by public employees
that promised salary increases be met; and demands by unions to roll back recent government price
increases.
In an unsuccessful effort to head off the protest, Alarcon proposed a dialogue, but protest organizers
responded that they were tired of hollow offers. After several futile attempts to organize a
meeting, the two sides met on Aug. 13. The government has proposed that leaders of Congress,
representatives of the organizations involved in the protest, the business community, and other
sectors meet to discuss the agenda of the assembly, while insisting that the 1998 date will not be
changed.
Meanwhile, two blocs in Congress are challenging the validity of the vote to postpone the assembly.
Pachakutik- Nuevo Pais and the Movimiento Popular Democratico will file a complaint with the
Constitutional Tribunal, charging that the postponement did not have the necessary votes. Alarcon
promises more help for the poor Meanwhile, coinciding with the protest movement, Alarcon
marked his first six months as interim president with an evaluation report to Congress in which
he promised to fight poverty and create jobs (see NotiSur, 02/14/97). He said, however, that in the
coming months "some measures that could bring hardships" to the people would be necessary.
“All our efforts have been and will be directed at reducing poverty and improving the quality of
life of Ecuadorans, by guaranteeing democracy and its fundamental institutions," said Alarcon.
"The Ecuadoran people do not accept, and do not deserve, more orthodox economic adjustments.
But it is also not right to discard the macroeconomic advances we have achieved." Alarcon said his
government's economic policy has already shown positive results. "The policy of the government
has been not to increase the tax burden but to lower taxes and push interest rates down to control
inflation and activate the economy," said the president.
Among his administration's economic achievements, Alarcon said that by the end of the year, the
country's growth rate will reach 3.3%; the rate of job creation will have increased from 2.8% to 3.9%;
the fiscal deficit, which is currently about 4% of GDP, will be reduced to a "manageable" 2.7%; and
annual inflation will be less than 30%. And, to address social needs, Alarcon said the government
plans to invest nearly US$1 billion in projects aimed at reducing poverty, illiteracy, and malnutrition
in the country. Nevertheless, government statistics continue to demonstrate widespread poverty
in Ecuador. A new government report, released just before Alarcon's address to Congress, found
that half of the overall population and two-thirds of the rural population currently live below the
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poverty line, while 80% of the indigenous population is considered poor. Eighteen percent of the
rural population and 36% of the indigenous population are illiterate, while illiteracy among Indian
women has reached 43.6%. In addition, almost half the children in Ecuador (45%) are chronically
malnourished. Sixty percent of pregnant women are anemic, as are 30% of women who are not
pregnant. [Sources: Reuter, 07/21/97, 07/30/97, 07/31/97, 08/01/97, 08/03/97, 08/05/97, 08/08/97,
08/11/97; Spanish news service EFE, 07/22/97, 08/11/97, 08/12/97; Inter Press Service, 07/24/97,
07/30/97, 08/11/97; Notimex, 08/11/97; Hoy (Ecuador) 08/12/97, 08/13/97; El Nuevo Herald, 08/13/97]
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